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1 Introduction and Research Questions
In  recent  years  HCI  researchers  have  made  significant  progress  in  understanding  how  different 
communication media influence people’s trust perceptions and task performance in virtual environments [1, 
5]. In this research little attention has been paid to the effects of gender differences in communication in 
virtual environments. However, there is good reason to investigate the role of gender, given research in the 
discipline  of  communication  studies  that  has  shown  gender  effects  in  face-to-face  and  virtual 
communications. In communication studies, gender analyses have focused on patterns of communication 
involving status, power, and influence [3]. By contrast, this research aims to bring the gender factor into 
computer-mediated communication (CMC) from an HCI perspective,  responding  to central  concerns  of 
efficiency, effectiveness, and user perceptions.
The primary objective of this research is to explore gender differences in synchronous computer-mediated 
communication with and without initial social activities. In particular, I ask whether initial social activities 
affect trust development and performance of male and female pairs in a social dilemma game.
To this end, the research questions for this study are:
1) How does gender influence people’s trust development over multi-trials of a competitive task via the IM 
System? 2) How effectively does pre-task activity, i.e. social chat, help different gender pairings achieve 
higher levels of trust and better performance  over multi-trials of a competitive task? 3) Is there a larger 
benefit of pre-task activity for males, who tend to be less trusting [4], than for females in doing a task 
which involves conflicts of interest? If the answer is YES, do males achieve the same level of trust as 
females?  4)  Qualitatively,  how  do  different  gender  pairings  use  language  to  communicate  via  the  IM 
System and how does their language affect trust?
In order  to get answers for these questions,  I measure three dependent  variables:  participants’  post-task 
trust, participants’ performance and behaviors during the task and the pairs’ communication processes. 
2 Methodology and Primary Results
A 2x2  between subjects  design  was  used:  gender  pairing  (male/male  vs.  female/female),  and  pre-task 
interaction (interaction vs. no interaction).  All participants used the AOL IM System to do the task. The 
pairs were strangers and the gender of the partners was revealed by the experimenter immediately before 
pairs performed their task.
Participants 
A total  of  124 participants  have  been recruited.  Participants  were  paired  with  individuals  of  the  same 
gender forming  two pairings:  male/male  (MM) and female/female  (FF).  Pairs  did not  know each other 
before the experiment. 
Task and Procedures
The  task  used  in the  study  is  based  on  the  social  dilemma game  used  in  Zheng’s  study  [5].  Pairs  of 
participants played a multi-trial variant of a day trader trust game. For this task, each participant was to 
imagine being a day-trader during a simulated multi-day (one month) investment period. In a single one 
hour session, the task simulated 30 “days” of investment with a large number of opportunities for partners 
to assess each other’s behavior. After every five trials the participants were allowed to communicate via IM 
for up to 5 minutes,  giving the participants the opportunity to communicate with the other trader in the 
game.  During  the discussion time,  participants  could talk about  any  aspect  of  the game with the other 
trader.  In  terms  of  the  pre-task  interaction,  pairs  in this  condition  had  a 10-minute  getting  acquainted 
session, using IM to introduce themselves and get to know each other before they began the trust game. 
Participants started with a background questionnaire, and then were paired to perform the day trader trust 
game  either  in  the  pre-task  interaction  condition  or  in  the  condition  with  no  pre-task  interaction. 
Afterwards,  they  completed  the  8-item  trust  post-questionnaire  adapted  from  McAllister  [2].  The 
questionnaires used a 1-7 Likert-scale - 1 for strongly disagree and 7 for strongly agree. 
Results
The primary results indicated that 1) gender as an important factor influences expectations and perceptions 
of communicators in CMC, in which female pairs had high levels of trust and more collaborative behaviors 
than male pairs in doing the task. 2) Females’ collaborative conversational style focusing on harmonious 
relationships put them in a position to achieve trust in the communication.  3) Initial social chat prior to 
beginning work help remote team members build trust in the communication, particularly, initial social chat 
is more effective in female dominated work groups.  4) All pairs had better performance over time during 
the task. 5) Female pairs took less time in doing the task than male pairs. The results have implications for 
both the research and practice of building remote trust, as well as provide possible solutions to the design of 
interactive systems.
3 Significance to HCI
This study covers four areas of research, gender, CMC, trust and communication, and may impact society 
in several ways. First, this research theoretically offers good contributions to our understanding of the role 
of  gender  and  initial  social  activities  on  trust,  performance  and  behaviors  as  well  as  communication 
process. Although previous studies showed the importance of prior acquaintance and personal information 
on trust and cooperation, with detailed quantitative and qualitative analyses, our results provide additional 
insights on the impacts of both gender and initial social  chat on trust and cooperation in more complex 
ways. It appears that initial social chats have larger benefit for females to build trust and behave highly 
collaboratively. When companies have to use low-end media, i.e., IM for remote communication, simple 
getting acquainted social chat before beginning work is expected to be a good solution for increasing trust 
perception and improving performance, especially for female dominated work groups.  These companies 
include,  but  are  not  limited  to,  geographically  dispersed  virtual  teams  doing  software  development, 
business marketing, or customer service. Second, this research contributes to the literature of the effects of 
group gender composition on performance outcomes. To date, there is only a small body of literature that 
deals with this issue in HCI.  Using multiple measures  of  cooperative  behaviors,  this research  carefully 
investigates how different gender pairs behave in the trust game. The results bring practical implications to 
the  work  place.  For  instance,  including  females  in  the  work  group  would  possibly  improve  the  work 
efficiency due to the fact that females tend to post relatively short messages, and are more likely to justify 
their assertions, apologize, and express support of others. Third, the discourse analysis of conversation style 
in IM provides  further  understanding  of  communication  patterns  in different  gender groups,  as well  as 
provides more insights to understand that different  levels of trust perceived by male and female gender 
pairs are partly due to the conversational styles they use. Today, a critical skill for managers is to become 
aware of the power of linguistic style and to make sure they understand the voices of all their employees. 
Indeed, as the work place becomes more diverse in term of gender culture and business becomes more 
global, team leaders will need to become even better at interacting with diverse team members and more 
flexible in adjusting their own styles to different group compositions.
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